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ABSTRACT 
The Relationship between Public Attitudes of Welfare Policy and U.S. Economic Downturn, 
Economic Ascent, and Economic Compliancy 
 
Alissa Moreland 
Department of Sociology 
Texas A&M University 
 
Research Advisor: Dr. Sarah Gatson 
Department of Sociology 
 
My research explores the relationship between public attitudes towards welfare policy and the 
condition of the U.S. economy. Specifically, I was interested in whether attitudes regarding 
public welfare policy would improve during an economic crisis or deteriorate. I have also found 
several relationships that predict the support or opposition of welfare spending for particular 
groups. To determine these relationships, I analyzed survey data from the General Social Survey 
(GSS) to determine the relationships between public opinion towards welfare policy. I analyzed 
data of self-reported information from 1974 to 2014, and this data set included approximately 
60,000 respondents. The variables I tested included: respondent gender, respondent age, 
respondent race, respondent party affiliation, and respondent education level. Additionally, to 
determine the relationships between public attitudes, welfare policy, and the state of the U.S. 
economy, I included three hypotheses: a) Hypothesis 1: There is a relationship between public 
attitudes of welfare and economic hardship, b) Hypothesis 2: Public policy, like welfare, is 
influenced by public opinion, and vice versa, c) Hypothesis 3: Economic events and respondent 
variables influence welfare policy and public opinions. Overall, I found that economic events do 
slightly influence public opinion towards welfare spending. For example, support for welfare 
2 
 
spending slightly increased during the Great Recession. Furthermore, a spike in welfare 
opposition was recorded in 1994. This may be explained by the political discourse of welfare 
policy at that time because soon after the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity 
Reconciliation Act of 1996 was passed. This would suggest that public policy change is 
influenced by public opinion. Finally, respondent variables of age, race, education level, and 
political party affiliation influence welfare attitudes. 
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DEDICATION  
 
I began this research after noticing how many people know very little about the welfare system 
in the country and in my home state of Texas. This disturbed me because so many people depend 
on welfare services and welfare services depend on the voting support of the general public. 
While I dug deeper into this topic as a possible area of research, the main political topic of the 
time was the United States economy and the federal debt and deficit. As a result, many publically 
funded originations, departments, and programs found themselves on the chopping block or their 
funding slashed and many public services were no longer available. However, in some states 
these actions came about through voting decisions while at the same time other states increased 
funding to these institutions through the same medium. This is when my hypothesis was 
developed. 
This research could not have been accomplished without the Undergraduate Research Scholars 
Program and without my research mentor Dr. Gatson from the sociology department of Texas 
A&M University. I am very thankful to them both for their opportunities, guidance, and support 
throughout this process. I’ve been challenged through every rewrite and revision I am so 
thankful for the detailed comments and advice because it has truly made me a better writer and 
researcher. 
I am also grateful to the Sociology Research Fellows Program because this program accepted me 
early enough in my undergraduate career to plant the seed of research within my academic goals 
so I could pursue my own sociological interests. Therefore, I must thank Dr. Gatson again for 
heading this program and my very first research mentor Dr. Campbell. I’m still using the tools 
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and advice I learned through the Fellows program, and specifically, I want to thank Dr. Campbell 
for showing me how to use Stata and Microsoft Excel to run statistical analysis. I will never look 
at Excel the same way again. Also, I want to give a special thank you to Dr. Poston for his help 
regarding his demography expertise and point of view. Overall, the sociological department of 
Texas A&M has been incredibly supportive of undergraduate research as a whole. As a result, I 
have finished my second research paper and I have gained a passion for research. 
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SECTION I  
INTRODUCTION 
 
In regards to my hypothesis, my goals to be achieved while completing this research included: a) 
Find a relationship between public attitudes of welfare and economic hardship, b) understand 
how public policy, like welfare, is influenced by public opinion, or vice versa, c) find patterns in 
welfare policy changes and public opinions. In order to adequately examine and complete these 
goals, I broke my main thesis into three working hypotheses: 
Hypothesis 1: There is a relationship between public attitudes of welfare and economic 
hardship. 
Hypothesis 2: Public policy, like welfare, is influenced by public opinion, and vice versa. 
Hypothesis 3: Economic events and respondent variables influence welfare policy and 
public opinions 
The definition of “welfare” for this article 
The relationship between public attitudes and welfare is highlighted by trends influenced by 
general societal attitudes and public policy. However, this also brings forth a limitation when 
comparing previous studies on this topic from the literature. The term ‘welfare’ acts as an 
ambiguous umbrella term, and it refers to several different U.S. federal and state assistance 
programs over time. The data from GSS does not specify the type of welfare it is referring too in 
the question, but instead, allows the respondent to define the term welfare. Therefore, respondent 
impressions and assumptions about welfare as a whole are recorded. It is also important to 
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understand federal welfare policy between 1974 and 2014 because it is most likely to be the type 
of policy that most respondents are familiar. Before 1997, federal welfare policy consisted of 
many different policy changes to the Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) program 
established in 1935. Major federal welfare legislation arose when, according to the 
Congressional Research Service, the welfare program TANF (Temporary Assistance to Needy 
Families) was enacted by the Clinton Administration under the Personal Responsibility and 
Work Opportunity Act in 1996. TANF officially became effective on July 1, 1997. Overall, the 
goal of this piece of legislation is to be a temporary source of financial assistance from the 
federal government. Under this act, it only provides a maximum of 60 months of financial 
benefits within one's lifetime, depending on state provisions. Also, TANF benefits will stop if 
beneficiaries do not find a job within 24 months of beginning the program. 
How the data set influences the resulting relationship 
Sundberg explains “that different researchers pursue... attitudinal studies from different 
perspectives and in order to answer different questions” (2013:429). Therefore, selecting a 
particular data set over another may produce different results and it would be impossible to 
compare the results between different data sets. Overall, the literature provides mixed data on 
patterns of the public’s attitudes of welfare and how public opinion relates to policy change. One 
reason for this may relate to the term welfare as an umbrella term. The research method of the 
study combined with how the study defines welfare can determine the results of the study. Also, 
there is little research directly comparing economic circumstances to public approval of welfare. 
Overall, there may be benefit to board term welfare used in the GSS survey questions because it 
does not limit responses to one particular from of welfare policy. 
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SECTION II 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
The nature of this topic maintains many different possibilities for variables because of the many 
different types of welfare programs under this umbrella term, and welfare programs range from 
state to state. Furthermore, the time period of the study can also influence results depending on 
the era of welfare reform. Therefore, the literature ranges widely on this topic and results tend to 
contradict one another. However, demographic data is generally consistent and reveal the 
characteristics of groups in support or in opposition of the welfare state. For example, the group 
most “critical” of welfare includes “those with the lowest levels of education” (Achterberg). 
Additionally, several studies found that the approval or disapproval of welfare policies depended 
on respondent “perceptions of recipient deservingness” (Petersen). Regardless of demographic 
data, the relationship of political discourse and policy to the current economic status remains 
constant. Another factor influencing these varied results is the varied history of welfare and 
welfare reform over the last one hundred plus years. Inclusion of welfare policies in U.S. 
legislation began in the early 20
th 
century at the state level with the passage of worker’s 
compensation policy. Each political movement brought forth its own reincarnation of welfare 
legislation from The Progression Movement, The New Deal, The Great Society, and The War on 
Poverty. As public support waxed and waned for welfare policy eventually in the 1990s, 
“Popular support for American welfare policies dipped sharply” during the Clinton 
administration (Schneider). Thus, this time period bought forth modern welfare policy as we 
know it today. 
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SECTION III 
RESEARCH METHOD 
 
The welfare infrastructure in the United States is a patchwork of different laws and policies, and 
its implementation depends on further policies set at the state level. Therefore, I chose a data set 
that employed the most general use of the term welfare in order to understand overall public 
sentiment towards the topic. The General Social Survey (GSS) is a collection of survey-based 
data of public attitudes regarding a variety of topics, and this data can be tracked beginning in 
1972 to 2014. With this data, I was able to compare mean respondent scores toward welfare over 
time, contextualized within an economic timeline. 
I analyzed variables from the General Social Survey (GSS) from 1974 to 2014. The survey for 
each year contained a sample size of approximately 1500 respondents for an overall total of 
about 60,000 respondents. I compared variables to respondent scores to the survey questions: 1.) 
Are we spending too much, too little, or about the right amount on welfare?; 2.) Are we spending 
too much, too little, or about the right amount on assistance to the poor? Additionally, respondent 
scores for both welfare questions were coded as 1 for too little, 2 for about right, and 3 for too 
much. Then, I analyzed mean respondent scores of the two welfare survey questions within 
several categories:  
Does gender influence welfare attitudes?  
Does age influence welfare attitudes?  
Does race influence welfare attitudes? 
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Does party affiliation influence welfare attitudes? 
Does education level influence welfare attitudes? 
Analysis 
The GSS data set does not begin collecting data for every variable at the same time. Nor do all 
variables follow a specific pattern of data collection. For example, respondent data for welfare 
spending begins in 1973 while respondent data for assistance to the poor begins in 1984. All 
respondent data is self-reported, and each year includes approximately 1500 respondents. 
Finally, GSS framed the question in terms of welfare spending and not welfare attitudes 
specifically. However, I have reasoned, for example, that a respondent would only support 
welfare spending if they obtained a positive view on welfare as well. 
 
 
 
10 
 
SECTION IV 
RESULTS 
 
With the exception of the years 1998 and 2002, respondents over the age of 51 are more to 
oppose welfare reform, and white respondents are more likely to oppose welfare spending. 
According to Figure 10, respondents affiliated with the Democratic Party were more likely to 
support welfare spending. Respondent education level also followed the overall trend within 
1974 to 2014. Respondents with higher degrees were less likely to support welfare spending, 
while respondents with less than a high school education were more likely to support welfare 
spending. 
Hypotheses  
Support for welfare slightly increased during Great Recession between 2007 and 2010. This 
would support the existence of a relationship between public attitudes of welfare and economic 
hardship. The spike in opposition to welfare spending in 1994 could be explained by the political 
discourse of welfare policy change at that time. In 1996, the Clinton Administration passed the 
Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act. This would suggest that 
public policy change is influenced by public opinion. We can also conclude that economic events 
impact welfare attitudes. Overall, respondent variables of age, race, education level, and political 
party affiliation influence welfare attitudes. After analyzing the survey results, I found a sharp 
difference in responses between the survey questions relating to assistance to the poor and 
welfare spending. Respondents are more likely to support spending to assist the poor if the term 
welfare is not mentioned. 
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SECTION IV 
CONCLUSION 
 
This study illustrates key relationships that predict the support or opposition of welfare spending 
for particular groups. However, this study cannot determine the factors or motivations behind 
these relationships. There is support for the hypothesis that there is a relationship between public 
attitudes towards welfare policy and the condition of the U.S. economy. In Figure 12, we can see 
changes in support and opposition for welfare spending in connection to economic upturn and 
downturn. During the Great Recession period between 2007 and 2010, there was a slight increase 
for welfare spending. However, other economic turmoil resulted as the backdrop for a decrease 
in support for welfare spending. For example, high rates of inflation in the 1970’s may be the 
influence for this decrease in public support. Therefore, there is also support for the hypothesis 
stating a relationship exists between public attitudes of welfare and economic hardship. 
My second hypothesis related public policy to public opinion, and vice versa. Support for this 
can be found with the spike in opposition for welfare spending in 1994 in Figure 12. This could 
be explained by the political discourse of welfare policy change at that time. Moreover, two 
years later, the Clinton Administration passed the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity 
Reconciliation Act of 1996. This would suggest that public policy change is influenced by public 
opinion. Additionally, economic events and respondent variables influence welfare policy and 
public opinions. Respondent gender related to welfare attitudes provided mixed results and 
followed the overall trend overtime. Overall, respondent variables of age, race, education level, 
and political party affiliation influence welfare attitudes. 
12 
 
REFERENCES 
 
Alston, John P., Dean, Imogene. 1972. “Socioeconomic Factors Associated with Attitudes 
Toward Welfare Recipients.” Social Service Review 46(1):11-13. 
Berkowitz, E. D., & DeWitt, L. 2013. “The Other Welfare. Supplemental Security Income and 
U.S. Social Policy.” Ithaca, N.Y. Cornell University Press. 
Diener, E., Tay, L. 2015. “Subjective Well-being and Human Welfare Around the World as 
Reflected in the Gallup World Poll.” International Journal of Psychology 50(2):135-149.  
Dyck, Joshua, Hussey, Laura S. 2008. “The End of Welfare as we Know it? Durable Attitudes in 
a Changing Information Environment.” Public Opinion Quarterly 72(4):589-618.  
Epstein, William M. 2004. “Cleavage in American Attitudes toward Social Welfare.” Journal of 
Sociology & Social Welfare 31(4):177-201.  
Epstein, William M. 2006. “Response Bias in Opinion Polls and American Social Welfare.” 
Social Science Journal 43(1):99-110. 
GSS Data Explorer. 2014. “Welfare Varible Data” Retrieved Oct. 11, 2015 
(https://gssdataexplorer.norc.org/variables/191/vshow) 
Hollanders, David, Vis, Barbara. 2013. “Voters’ Commitment Problem and Reforms in Welfare 
Programs.” Public Choice 155(3):433-448. 
MacLeod, Laurie, Montero, Darrel, Speer, Alan. 1999. “America’s Changing Attitudes toward 
Welfare and Welfare, 1938-1995.” Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare 26(2):175-186.  
Mortimore, Roger. 2011. “Recent Articles in the Field of Public Opinion Research.” 
International Journal of Public Opinion Research 23(4):569-573.  
Ogren, Evelyn H. 1973. “Public Opinions about Public Welfare.” Social Work. 18(1):101-107.  
Petersen, Michael Bang. 2012.” Social Welfare as Small-Scale Help: Evolutionary Psychology 
and the Deservingness Heuristic.” American Journal of Political Science. 56(1):1-16.  
Schneider, Saundra K., Jacoby, William G. 2005. “Elite Discourse and American Public 
Opinion: The Case of Welfare Spending.” Political Research Quarterly. 58(3):367-379.  
Schneider, Saundra K., Jacoby, William G. 2007. “Reconsidering the Linkage between Public 
Assistance and Public Opinion in the American Welfare State.” British Journal of 
Political Science. 37(3):555-566.  
Shapiro, Robert Y., Patterson, Kelly D., Russell, Judith, Young, John T. 1987. “The Polls: Public 
Assistance.” Public Opinion Quarterly 51(1):120-131.  
13 
 
Shaw, Greg M., Shapiro, Robert Y. 2002. “The Polls- Trends: Poverty and Public Assistance.” 
Public Opinion Quarterly 66(1):105-128.  
Public Broadcast Station, Documentaries with a point of view. 2001.“Take It From Me” 
Retrieved Jan. 21, 2016 (http://www.pbs.org/pov/takeitfromme/timeline-glossary/) 
 
14 
 
APPENDIX A  
 
 
TIMELINE OF U.S. FEDERAL WELFARE REFORM FROM THE 
BEGINNING OF THE 20
TH 
CENTURY TO TODAY 
 
January 17, 1935 
During the Great Depression, the Roosevelt administration passes the Social Security Bill. This 
legislation outlines “Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), and other relief 
programs such as old age benefits, unemployment insurance, and aid to the blind”.   
December 1940 
An estimated 360,000 families are receiving AFDC payments through the Social Security Bill. 
1950’s 
There is an addition of 110,000 families receiving AFDC payments. 
1960’s 
AFDC recipients grows by another 800,000 families. 
1962 
President John F. Kennedy signs The Public Welfare Amendments of 1962. This legislation was 
designed to “encourage states to provide social services leading self-care and self-support”.  
1964 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As a part of President Lyndon Johnson’s “War on Poverty”, the Economic Opportunity Act is 
passed. This legislation is included within many social programs that were associated with the 
“Great Society”. 
1972 
The Nixon Administration passed the Supplemental Security Income (SSI) program aimed to aid 
those “aged (65 or older), blind, or disabled”, and thus gave welfare implementation to the Social 
Security Administration on the federal level.   
1988 
In order to provide support to those transitioning from government assistance to work, Congress 
passes the Job Opportunities and Basic Skills (JOBS).  1996  During the Clinton administration, 
the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 is passed. As a 
result, the AFDC expires and “is replaced with block grants for Temporary Assistance to Needy 
Families (TANF)”. 
August 5, 1997 
Two important pieces of legislation are passed including The Balanced Budget Act of 1997 and 
The Taxpayer Relief Act of 1997. The Balanced Budget Act of 1997 includes “three billion- 
dollar welfare to work grant” and The Taxpayer Relief Act of 1997 “expands the Work 
Opportunity Tax Credit Program and creates the welfare to work Tax Credit”. Additionally, the 
new tax credits are only “available to employers who hire certain recipients of public assistance”.  
October 8, 1997 
16 
 
An estimated 105 million Americans are on welfare during this time. With several forms of new 
legislation regarding welfare in place, President Bill Clinton declares an “unprecedented decline” 
of those receiving government payments. A decrease of 3.6 million Americans recipients is 
recorded from the beginning of the Clinton administration. 
1999 
Of the total U.S. population of 279 million in 1999, about 6,676,000 families are record as living 
at or below the poverty line, and a “family of three with a net income under $12,228 is 
considered to be living below the poverty line”. 
2001-2002 
Congress debates the issue of the “reauthorization of TANF block grants to states”. Congress has 
the power to cancel programs, resulting in the cut of billions of dollars if they decide “that the 
funds were unspent or poorly handled”. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
17 
 
APPENDIX B 
 
TIMELINE OF THE U.S. ECONOMY FROM THE BEGINNING OF THE 
20
th 
CENTURY TO TODAY 
 
 1914–1918: World War I  
 1920–1929: Roaring Twenties  
 1929–1941: The Great Depression  
 1939–1945: World War II  
 1945–1973: Postwar prosperity  
 1970s: Inflation  
 1976–1992: Deregulation and Reaganomics  
 1990s – late 2000s: The Rise of Globalization  
 Great Recession/Global Financial Crisis   
o 2007–08: U.S. Housing Financial Crisis 
o 2008–10: U.S. Automotive Industry Crisis 
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